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Sin in Business and Business in Sin: 
 Negative Externalities, Total Depravity, and Freedom from Perfection 
 
Abstract 
It is not difficult to find examples of sin in business. These include blatant 
individual sins like theft or fraud, as well as larger systemic failures such as 
negative social and ecological externalities. It is a task of Christian business ethics 
to address such failures, but we invariably come up against problems that defy 
easy solutions, no matter how scrupulously we try to root them out. This is 
because business itself—like all human life—exists under conditions of sin. The 
Calvinist notion of total depravity reframes “sin in business” as “business in sin,” 
necessitating greater humility about the possibility of good business (and even 
good business ethics). Critics of both traditional accounting methods and 
shareholder models of business point toward this broader framework. Once we 
accept that no person, firm, or system is ever truly good, we find reason to 
question our usual assumptions and sources of wisdom, to look to new 
conversation partners for creative solutions, and to rely on grace in our ongoing 
efforts at reform, rather than entirely on our own understanding.  
 
Introduction 
It is a truth almost universally acknowledged (with apologies to Jane 
Austen) that the point of ethics is to distinguish right from wrong so we can do the 
right thing. In my experience, people drawn to ethics as a discipline—whether in 
philosophy, theology, or business—are therefore, almost by definition, people 
who desperately want to be good. We want to avoid what is evil or forbidden and 
do only that which is worthy of merit; we want to avoid sin, relieve suffering, and 
behave in ways that make the world better. (At least this is the ideal.1) For 
Christian ethicists and business ethicists—and perhaps especially Christian 
business ethicists—the point of our work is to figure out what makes good 
business good, and then to describe good business practices in such a winsome 
way as to persuade others to conform to the norms and practices we identify. 
Thereby we hope to assist, however minutely, in the healing and transformation of 
creation.  
As an academic ethicist myself, trained in both theology and business, I 
am no stranger to wanting to know right from wrong, and am not immune to the 
temptation to make definitive pronouncements thereupon. But now firmly 
ensconced in middle-age, I have also become less sanguine about the possibilities 
of business ethics (or Christian ethics in general) to fix anything. It seems to me 
 
1 Jonathan Haidt, The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Disagree over Politics and Religion 
(New York: Vintage, 2012) says that ethicists are simply experts at justifying ourselves, “not after 
the truth but after arguments supporting their views” (104). Let the reader beware! 
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that simply identifying “sin in business” cannot take us far enough into the depths 
of human sin or the breadth of harm that humans can do, and have done, upon the 
earth. We might be tempted to attribute widespread, endemic problems to 
individuals’ bad decisions.2 Or, if we are willing to think bigger, we might go so 
far as to identify something deep in the DNA of business that continues to cause 
problems—an “original sin” such as the tendency toward externalizing costs.3 But 
though drawing attention to sin, as sin, might prove useful for tweaking 
traditional accounting or hiring processes, it will still not explain why avoiding 
business-created harms often seems insurmountable, even for those who see the 
harms and genuinely wish to do better.  
From a Christian perspective, a more novel framework for getting at the 
root of the problem might be to think about “business in sin.” In particular, by 
grounding business in the Calvinist or Reformed notion of total depravity—a 
theological concept I will explain—we can better understand why it is so 
challenging to imagine a business with no negative externalities, that truly does 
no harm. Total depravity means humans live under conditions of sin, but it does 
not mean humans therefore have no sense of right and wrong, better and worse. 
Embracing the notion of business in sin can act as a liberating call to greater 
deliberation, collaboration, cooperation, and ongoing reform, where business 
ethics is a matter not merely of avoiding sin, but of proactively designing and 
constantly reforming businesses—however imperfectly—to aid in genuine human 
flourishing and the relief of at least some of the world’s greatest suffering.4  
There are many hopeful examples in recent years of greater 
interdisciplinary collaboration around the world’s most pressing ethical questions, 
and of real-life experiments with better ways forward for business. I will conclude 
by highlighting a few of them. Though business in sin amid totally depraved 
humanity means we cannot ever hope for perfection, it does not mean we have to 
resign ourselves to any stereotypical or cynical “business as usual.” Paradoxically, 
the certainty of our own failure can bring us a sense of genuine freedom and 
solidarity with our earthly neighbors, along with the inspiration to keep trying, to 
continuously remain open to developing and adapting new approaches to business 
that might be just a little bit better. 
 
 
2 Patrick R. Martin, “Corporate social responsibility and capital budgeting,” Accounting, 
Organizations and Society (15 February 2021): https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aos.2021.101236. 
3 In traditional Christian theology, “original sin” refers to the sin that accompanies human 
origins—the fall of the first humans from their created perfection, which is transmitted to and 
inherited by all subsequent humans. For a brief overview, see “Original Sin,” Britannica: 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/original-sin.  
4 In Christian liberation theology, this notion is related to the “preferential option for the poor,” or 
the need to consider, first and foremost, the effects of any actions on one’s poorest neighbors, 
whether nearby or across the globe.  
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Sin in Business: Negative Externalities 
The problems of the globalized marketplace are by now so familiar that 
they seep into pop culture. NBC’s “The Good Place,” a 2016-2020 sitcom about 
dead people trying to negotiate the afterlife, was popular with many academics, 
thanks in large part to Chidi, a guilt-ridden moral philosopher paralyzed by his 
obsessive need to do the right thing. In the third season (spoiler alert), the show 
plays with a secularized version of pervasive sin in the modern world: it is so 
thoroughly horrible, and so inescapable, that it is now literally impossible for 
anyone to get into the good place, even the most scrupulous ethicist.5 No matter 
how good you might want to be—and even in the unlikely event that you actually 
lived up to your own best intentions—you are embedded within an ineluctable 
system of exploitation and degradation that you did not create, that keeps your 
account permanently in the red. “For I do not do the good I want,” Paul might 
chime in, “but the evil I do not want is what I do” (Rom. 7:19). Without 
exception, we all earn a spot in the “bad place.”  
The particular manifestation of sin tragicomically highlighted here is what 
readers might already know as “third-party effects” or “negative externalities”—
the harms of a given transaction between two parties that happen to someone not 
directly or voluntarily involved in that exchange, which are “not reflected in their 
financial statements” (soil runoff and dead zones caused by agriculture, for 
example, or animal suffering in meat production).6 The acceptance of external 
costs is most closely associated with a “financial bottom line” style of 
management, “based on the idea that societal well-being is optimized when 
organizations maximize the creation of financial wealth,” without undue concern 
for any negative social or ecological effects of their business.7 Externalities are 
related to, though not synonymous with, what is called “market failure,” or “a 
situation in which the competitive market fails to produce a Pareto-efficient 
outcome (or, for our purposes, let us say fails egregiously to produce an efficient 
outcome).”8 Perfect efficiency does not exist in the real world because “conditions 
that specify the terms of perfect competition are never met,” namely “an absence 
 
5 Melanie McFarland, “None of us are getting in The Good Place: NBC’s comedy exposes the 
impossibility of virtue today,” Salon (January 24, 2019): https://www.salon.com/2019/01/24/none-
of-us-are-getting-in-the-good-place-how-a-sitcom-exposes-the-impossibility-of-virtue-today/; 
Kate Blanchard, “Et Tu, Almonds? On Guilt and Eating,” Killing the Buddha (March 10, 2020): 
https://killingthebuddha.com/mag/hunger/et-tu-almonds-on-guilt-and-eating/. Psychologists refer 
to this type of scrupulosity as “religious OCD”; see Made of Millions, “Living with Religious 
OCD” (accessed May 26, 2021): https://www.madeofmillions.com/ocd/religious-ocd.  
6 Bruno Dyck et al, Management: Financial, Social, and Ecological Well-Being (Winnipeg, MB: 
Sapajo, 2018), 13.  
7 Dyck et al, 12.  
8 Joseph Heath, “Business Ethics without Stakeholders,” Business Ethics Quarterly, Vol. 16.4 
(Oct. 2006), 549 (emphasis original).  
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of externalities (e.g., a complete set of property rights), symmetric information 
between buyers and sellers, a complete set of insurance markets, and rational, 
utility-maximizing agents with dynamically consistent preferences.”9  
Pollution is a prime example of negative externalities: I buy a ticket from 
an airline, which in turn flies me across the globe; the airline and I are happy, but 
the greenhouse gases produced by our transaction also affect the entire world, 
even those who never step on a plane. Many laws regulating corporations—labor 
laws, environmental protections, and so on—are designed to minimize negative 
externalities, that is, to ensure that active parties bear the full costs of their 
transactions, protecting those not voluntarily involved. When industry leaders 
fight new regulations, it is often to avoid paying the full costs of their products 
(e.g., coal pollution, worker injury, or opioid addiction). From the perspective of 
the financial bottom line, or what is typically referred to as a “business case,”10 it 
can be seen as rational to strategically externalize costs to the extent allowed by 
law. Indeed it would seem irrational not to sell cigarettes, use sweatshop labor, or 
dump waste in a river if the law allows it, especially if your competitors—now all 
over the world—are doing the same. Perversely, what some might call “sin in 
business” is often good for business; harming people, animals, and the planet can 
be highly profitable, at least in the short term. Externalities as a result are often 
the result of deliberate choices rather than a matter of accident (think, for 
example, of single-use plastics, which everyone knows have countless harmful 
effects around the globe, but few companies can resist).11 At their worst, 
corporations have been characterized as sociopathic “externalizing machines.”12 
Of course not all corporations are at their worst, but to varying degrees business 
leaders may feel that they have no choice but to cause at least some harm, 
somewhere, to someone, in order to stay afloat.  
One pair of business ethicists concur that the “externalization of costs 
upon society, future generations and nature is not an exception, but the rule” in 
our global economic system; it is a consistent source of what ails us and it needs 
to change.13 Market failure is practically a given, and externalities are “a polite 
 
9 Heath, 550. He goes on, “Ethical constraint becomes relevant in the rather large penumbral 
region of strategies that are not illegal, and yet at the same time are not among the preferred.” 
10 Dyck et al, 15.  
11 Center for International Climate Law, “Plastic & Climate: The Hidden Costs of a Plastic Planet” 
(2019):  https://www.ciel.org/plasticandclimate/. For a discussion of the usefulness (or not) of a 
market failures approach to business ethics, see Jeffrey Moriarty, “On the Origin, Content, and 
Relevance of the Market Failures Approach,” Journal of Business Ethics (January 2019).  
12 See for example Mark Achbar, Jennifer Abbott, and Joel Bakan, The Corporation: a 
Documentary (New York: Zeitgeist Films, 2003). 
13 Zsolt Boda and Laszlo Zsolnai, “The Failure of Business Ethics,” Society and Business Review 
11.1 (2016), 98. 
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way to say causing social and environmental problems and damages.”14 They 
describe the difficulty of trying to do the right thing in a competitive marketplace: 
“Corporations are embedded into an institutional system that systematically 
spreads and discounts responsibility. This institutional system and its 
corresponding value universe make ethical behavior virtually impossible or 
contingent at best.”15 Reward structures are often designed to limit individual 
responsibility and encourage negligence; they pit morality against supposedly 
natural “laws” of the marketplace, forcing even the well-intentioned to disengage 
from their better angels while at work.16 One simply cannot afford to be the only 
one in the marketplace operating with a social or ecological conscience.  
 Other economic thinkers believe the problem of externalities is overblown, 
suggesting there is no such thing as an externality, “spillover effect,” or “market 
failure” when property rights are properly structured and protected.17 People can 
do whatever they want with their own property, and whoever got there first sets 
the rules of engagement.18 These authors (who are not alone in their disapproval 
of much ado about externalities19) affirm that parties must negotiate property 
rights “in a productive manner that does not inflict unacceptable harm on 
others;”20 they do not offer any guidelines regarding what constitutes acceptable 
harm. They also indicate that, if harm is to be expected—or should have been 
expected—it is not an externality; it is simply a fact of life, the cost of doing 
business, around which potentially injured parties must adjust their choices 
accordingly.21 Critics respond that this approach to business privatizes benefits 
while spreading the costs, that it “intensifies liberal individualism and involves a 
 
14 Boda and Zsolnai, 97.  
15 Boda and Zsolnai, 96. Emphasis original.  
16 Many economists have departed from free-market fundamentalism, including Nobel Prize 
winner Paul Romer: Steve Lohr, “Once Tech’s Favorite Economist, Now a Thorn in Its Side,” 
New York Times (May 20, 2021): https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/20/technology/tech-antitrust-
paul-romer.html. Not everyone has given up though: “Companies exist to enrich themselves & 
shareholders, by design. Our government is the only entity with the mandate to make life better all 
of us. Case closed;” Sridhar Ramaswamy, Twitter Post (May 22, 2021, 11:38 AM): 
https://twitter.com/RamaswmySridhar/status/1396128466160939013.  
17 Donald J. Boundreaux and Roger Meiners, “Externality: Origins and Classifications,” Natural 
Resources Journal 59:1 (2019), 24: https://www.perc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/05/Externality_-Origins-and-Classifications.pdf.  
18 Boundreaux and Meiners, 30.  
19 See for example James McClure and Tyler Watts, “The Greatest Externality Story (N)ever 
Told,” The American Economist (June 23, 2016): https://doi.org/10.1177/0569434516652040, 
who reject the “anachronistic” notion that “externalities cause pervasive market failures for which 
government interventions can provide straightforward remedies.” 
20 Boundreaux and Meiners, 33. 
21 Boundreaux and Meiners, 27. 
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blind faith in the market redefining all social interactions in terms of contract.”22 
(It also illustrates the fundamental way in which history is often the first 
externality in business; e.g., there is no mention of land theft or genocide,23 
enslavement or Jim Crow,24 or the fact that in the #metoo era, women and people 
of color still make up only a small fraction of Fortune 500 CEOs.25) An 
overemphasis on private ownership, with its concomitant blind eye toward 
externalities, may be seen as privileging “the societal and civilizational model of 
the wealthy.”26  
An alternative approach for business people who take systemic sin 
seriously is to be suspicious of simple, conceptually tidy answers grounded in 
individual rights or righteousness. From the perspective of Christian liberation 
theology,27 a more truthful understanding of how life works comes from putting 
the experiences of economic losers at the center of their analysis; in sinful 
systems, our gains cannot be entirely disconnected from others’ losses (and vice 
versa).28 Theologian M.T. Dávila suggests that the focus on material human 
suffering found at the heart of liberation theologies mounts a forceful challenge 
not only against traditional economics and business but also against the 
individualistic style of Euro-American Christianity that undergirds it. 
“Theological and ethical reflection grounded in experience” cannot help but 
challenge some of the most fundamental ideas in historically-dominant strands of 
Christian ethics, including “personhood, justice, the nature of the state, the 
 
22 Timothy D. Peters, “Corporations, Sovereignty and the Religion of Neoliberalism,” Law and 
Critique (2018), 271.  
23 Jeffrey Ostler, “Genocide and American Indian History,” Oxford Research Encyclopedias: 
American History (March 2015): 
https://oxfordre.com/americanhistory/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199329175.001.0001/acrefore-
9780199329175-e-3.  
24 Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The Case for Reparations,” The Atlantic (June 2014): 
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/06/the-case-for-reparations/361631/; 
Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow (New York: The New Press, 2012): 
http://newjimcrow.com/.  
25 Richie Zweigenhaft, “Fortune 500 CEOs, 2000-2020: Still Male, Still White,” The Society 
Pages (October 28, 2020): https://thesocietypages.org/specials/fortune-500-ceos-2000-2020-still-
male-still-white/.  
26 Ivan Petrella, “Liberation Theology Undercover,” Political Theology, 18:4 (June 2017), 332-
333.   
27 For those unfamiliar with the term, “Broadly speaking, liberation theology is a social and 
political movement within the church that attempts to interpret the gospel of Jesus Christ through 
the lived experiences of oppressed people.” Kira Dalt, “What is liberation theology?” U.S. 
Catholic (Oct. 14, 2014): https://uscatholic.org/articles/201410/what-is-liberation-theology/.  
28 “How can the Western model of development be emulated if it was based on the massive theft 
of resources and the exploitation of colonies? …in this scheme global inequality is not a 
deformation of the international system; global inequality is required for its growth and 
permanence,” Petrella, 331.  
6
Journal of Religion and Business Ethics, Vol. 4 [2015], Art. 4
https://via.library.depaul.edu/jrbe/vol4/iss2/4
 
common good, virtue ethics, reconciliation, redemption and liberation.”29 Norms 
like private property, which may make perfect sense to those of us who have 
plenty of it, can look entirely different from the perspective of those who lack 
even basic necessities.  
 I hasten to add that, because sin is a universal human characteristic, it is 
not business alone that creates negative externalities; government intervention 
likewise fails to satisfy its best intentions. For example, one study found that 
Nordic countries managed to significantly reduce carbon emissions from fossil 
fuels by incentivizing the use of electric cars. So far so good: any reduction in 
carbon emissions would seem like an obvious win.30 But as it turns out, it was 
mostly the wealthy who could afford to take advantage of electric vehicles. While 
this created benefits of cleaner air or less noise in their immediate locales, it 
shifted those costs elsewhere, “such as greenhouse gas emissions from electricity 
use, toxic pollution from battery manufacturing and disposal, and water 
consumption,” as well as urban sprawl; thus, “richer urbanites” were able “to 
capture substantial benefits, while passing all the burden into the lungs of 
others.”31 The authors of the study conclude that the sheer complexity of the 
greenhouse gas issue “demands that contemporary analysts, policymakers, and 
even consumers begin to reconsider their energy and mobility decisions as moral 
ones.”32 
 So if even environmentalist endeavors can result in harms to fellow 
humans and ecosystems, doing the right thing may be next to impossible. 
Economist Kate Raworth puts it this way: “‘There are no side effects—just 
effects’…the very notion of side effects is just ‘a sign that the boundaries of our 
mental models are too narrow, our time horizons too short’.”33 Since every 
business, every market, and every actor is embedded in a finite planetary system, 
within cultures of shared narratives and lands riddled with historical relationships 
and conflicts, there are no actual externalities; there are only harms done to 
others. The “duties of justice are global in scope” rather than ending at our 
 
29 María Teresa Dávila, “Discussing Racial Justice in Light of 2016: Black Lives Matter, a Trump 
Presidency, and the Continued Struggle for Justice,” Journal of Religious Ethics (21 November 
2017), 764.  
30 IPCC [Edenhofer et al, eds.], “Summary for Policymakers,” Climate Change 2014: Mitigation 
of Climate Change: Contribution of Working Group III to the Fifth Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014): 
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_summary-for-policymakers.pdf.  
31 Benjamin K. Sovacoola, et al., “Energy Injustice and Nordic Electric Mobility: Inequality, 
Elitism, and Externalities in the Electrification of Vehicle-to-Grid (V2G) Transport,” Ecological 
Economics 157 (2019), 212.  
32 Sovacoola, 214.  
33 Kate Raworth, Doughnut Economics (White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green Publishing, 
2017), 123.  
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property lines; because “all human beings have equal moral worth…our 
responsibilities to others do not stop at borders.”34 Nothing on earth can 
justifiably be left out as “external” to our accounting. To attack externalities is to 
resist oversimplification, and to resist oversimplification is to make things messy, 
and to make things messy is to demand sacrifices from those currently enjoying 
the benefits of the status quo (myself included). But making things messy—or 
more accurately acknowledging the existing messiness of things—is precisely 
what we need to do. I believe Reformed teachings of total depravity can help.  
 
Business in Sin: Total Depravity 
I have not always been a believer in the life-changing magic of total 
depravity (with apologies this time to Marie Kondo).35 When forced to read 
Calvin’s Institutes as a young seminarian in the 1990s, I was infuriated by what I 
saw as his excessively negative view of humanity, known as “total depravity” in 
Reformed circles. This is the idea that human beings, despite having been made in 
the image of God, have been so fully corrupted by sin (hereditary or “original 
sin,” that is, rather than any particular thing we might have done individually) that 
we cannot do anything that is truly, perfectly good. Humans are “so vitiated and 
maimed, that they may truly be said to be destroyed. For besides the deformity 
which everywhere appears unsightly, this evil also is added, that no part is free 
from the infection of sin.”36 Yes, even our very best qualities, intentions, and 
achievements are tainted. Any good that we might happen to accomplish is solely 
by the grace of God. As one Episcopal priest puts it, “Total depravity frames 
humans not as good people who sometimes mess up but as messed-up people 
who, with God’s help, can do some good things—but nothing completely free of 
selfishness or error. We are unable to make a choice that is unquestionably, 
entirely good. None of our actions, loves, or thoughts can be truly without sin.”37 
Total depravity is appealingly simple in its universality, and yet messy in 
its apparent simplicity. It applies system-wide and makes no exceptions, so we’re 
all in it together, but it also neglects to provide a definitive list of, or a system for 
discriminating among, particular sins. As the essayist Marilynne Robinson writes:  
For Calvinism we are all absolutely, that is equally, unworthy of, 
and dependent upon, the free intervention of grace. This is a harsh 
doctrine, but… at least allows for the mysteriousness of life. … 
 
34 Sovacoola, 208.  
35 Marie Kondo, The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up (New York: Ten Speed Press, 2014).  
36 John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion, I.15.4, cited in Andrew Lustig, “The Image of 
God and Human Dignity: A Complex Conversation,” Christian Bioethics, 23.3 (December 2017), 
322. 
37 Heidi Haverkamp, “Thoroughly sinful,” The Christian Century, Vol. 136, Iss. 21 (Oct 9, 2019), 
28. 
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The belief that we are all sinners gives us excellent grounds for 
forgiveness and self-forgiveness, and is kindlier than any 
expectation that we might be saints, even while it affirms the 
standards all of us fail to attain.38 
 
Accepting total depravity obviates the imperative for careful, systematic 
judgments about who is worse and who is better, what is right and what is wrong, 
what is a “good” or “bad” action. Painting us all with the same brush, it “fully 
undoes human moral competence” such that “we are simply undone as moral 
subjects.”39 There are of course moments when humans shine, but even these are 
not enough to make us good as a whole, once and for all, mired as we are in 
ignorance, selfishness, and death.  
It must be said that hard-core Calvinists argue over how well this 
understanding fits Calvin’s own thinking. Constance Lee reads him somewhat 
more optimistically: 
Calvin’s anthropology has been unfairly caricatured. His doctrine 
of human depravity, commonly misrepresented as leaving no room 
for human moral reasoning, on closer examination, has the real 
potential to reconcile two metaphysical extremes: total human 
depravity and a hubristic account of human reason. This 
reconciliation is achieved through Calvin’s account of 
conscience… [which] allows him to maintain that however 
degenerate our post-lapsarian condition, fallen human nature 
continues to reflect the image of God.40 
Though human reason has been corrupted and cannot achieve eternal salvation on 
its own, our God-given consciences remain a “spark that still shines” in the 
darkness, allowing us to identify good and evil, and potentially choose the good in 
everyday earthly matters. We do not often reach our potential because of 
impiety—a broadly-encompassing kind of sin that is “distinguishable from 
isolated instances of human error… The inherent fallibility of human reason is not 
owing to isolated lapses in judgment but due to the fallibility of humans 
themselves.”41 (Calvin allowed for the practical benefits of human reason, even 
among so-called heathens, when it comes to earthly rather than eternal matters: 
“Those men whom Scripture calls ‘natural men’ were, indeed, sharp and 
 
38 Marilynne Robinson, “Puritans and Prigs: An Anatomy of Zealotry,” Salmagundi, No. 101/102 
(Winter-Spring 1994), 36-54. 
39 Philip G. Ziegler, “The Adventitious Origins of the Calvinist Moral Subject,” Studies in 
Christian Ethics (April 21, 2015).  
40 Constance Y. Lee, “The Spark That Still Shines: John Calvin on Conscience and Natural Law,” 
Oxford Journal of Law & Religion, Vol. 8, Issue 3 (Oct. 2019), p. 618 (emphasis original).  
41 Lee, 630.  
9
Blanchard: Sin in Business and Business in Sin
Published by Via Sapientiae, 2015
 
penetrating in their investigation of inferior things” like political governance, 
philosophy, or math.)42 Human reason remains because humans are still created in 
God’s image. But because of sin, even our best reasoning skills fail, directed as 
they often are toward unworthy or sinful ends. Total depravity “does not mean 
that we are as bad as we can possibly be, but that all of our best thoughts, feelings, 
willing, and actions fall short of God’s glory.”43 
I am not a hard-core Calvinist, and it is not my goal here to adjudicate the 
finer points of natural law in Reformed thought. But as I have grown older (and 
perhaps more jaded), I have come to appreciate the difficult theological and 
practical challenges that Calvin was trying to work out using those tools that were 
available to him: scripture, traditional theology, classical philosophy, and law, as 
well as his own observation and scrupulous conscience. The idea of total 
depravity has grown increasingly sensible to me because it squares with what I 
know of the world: just as the Buddha looked around and saw unsatisfactoriness 
as the one undeniable truth of life, and just as Paul looked around and saw even 
the best-intentioned people fail at righteousness, I look around and see unsatisfied 
and unsatisfying humans everywhere (to say nothing of the violence of the non-
human world),44 from myself to my neighbors to people on the other side of the 
world; from ancient history until the foreseeable future.  
 When it comes to business, what would it mean if “we are simply undone 
as moral subjects”?45  Many have argued for business’s virtues, especially in light 
of human sin. Adam Smith famously mused upon the ways that even self-serving 
people end up cooperating in the marketplace to create mutual benefits,46 and 
Deirdre McCloskey has argued that disciplines of the business world actually 
make economic actors more virtuous than they would be without it.47 
Furthermore, markets have unquestionably enabled millions of people to escape 
 
42 Calvin, Institutes, II.ii.15-16 (274-275).  
43 Andrew T. Hancock (citing Horton), “The Grace of God and Faithful Christian Education: 
Comparing the Synod of Dort and John Calvin on Depravity and Addressing the Problem of the 
Corruption of the Mind,” Christian Education Journal, Vol. 13, Iss. 2 (Nov 2016), 322. 
44 Christopher Southgate, “God's Creation Wild and Violent, and Our Care for Other Animals,” 
Perspectives on Science and Christian Faith, Vol. 67, No. 4 (December 2015), 245-253. 
45 Philip G. Ziegler, “The Adventitious Origins of the Calvinist Moral Subject,” Studies in 
Christian Ethics (April 21, 2015).  
46 “It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our 
dinner, but from their regard to their own self-interest. We address ourselves not to their humanity 
but to their self-love, and never talk to them of our own necessities, but of their advantages.” 
Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, Book I, chapter 2 
(London: Penguin Books, 1986 [1776]), 119. 
47 Deirdre McCloskey, The Bourgeois Virtues: Ethics for an Age of Commerce (University of 
Chicago Press, 2006). 
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or avoid abject poverty, however unevenly.48 But we needn’t look far to find 
business’s shadow side, especially if we take the perspective of the poorest and 
most vulnerable. The chocolate I give to students is made with the help of child 
slaves.49 The fish I eat for my health contributes to “making fish less available for 
those who truly depend on it for survival,” to say nothing of slave labor (or the 
suffering of fish).50 The CEO who pays his workers a generous minimum wage of 
$70,000 per year contributes to urban gentrification.51 Yes, even those with 
honorable intentions, who behave prudently or are scrupulous in matters of 
compliance, are caught up in a depraved system of exploitation and destruction 
from which there is no escape.52 “There is no one good; no, not one” (Rom. 3:10).  
The idea that humanity is doomed to failure isn’t exactly a happy thought. 
But what I find liberating about the ineluctability of total depravity is its 
insistence that sin is bigger than any one of us, a system both self-reinforcing and 
self-propagating. So embedded in brokenness is our earthly existence that, instead 
of worrying about avoiding sin in business (whether externalities or something 
else), we may wisely accept an alternative frame of business in sin and our 
concomitant need for grace. This appropriately indicates system-wide problems 
rather than individual shortcomings or bad apples. It explains why it’s so hard to 
do and be good, why even “those seeking to take the high road…legitimately fear 
losing market share as well as credibility within their companies if they can be 
undercut by competitors legally deploying exploitative practices.”53 Even though 
we retain some degree of God-given natural reason, it will get us only so far, 
 
48 The data are encouraging, despite the fact that hundreds of millions of people on earth still lack 
basic needs, according to Diana Beltekian and Esteban Ortiz-Ospina, “Extreme poverty is falling: 
How is poverty changing for higher poverty lines?” Our World in Data (March 05, 2018): 
https://ourworldindata.org/poverty-at-higher-poverty-lines.  
49 Peter Whoriskey and Rachel Siegel, “Cocoa’s Child Laborers,” Washington Post (June 5, 2019): 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2019/business/hershey-nestle-mars-chocolate-child-
labor-west-africa/?noredirect=on.  
50 “Why ‘Eating Just Fish’ Still Harms the Environment,” One Green Planet (2017): 
https://www.onegreenplanet.org/environment/eating-just-fish-harms-the-environment/. Robinson 
also addresses this issue in her essay.  
51 Nicholas Kristof, “The $70,000-a-Year Minimum Wage,” New York Times (March 30, 2019): 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/30/opinion/sunday/dan-price-minimum-wage.html. Jim 
Ludema and Amber Johnson, “Gravity Payment's Dan Price On How He Measures Success After 
His $70k Experiment,” Forbes (August 28, 2018): https://www.forbes.com/sites/amberjohnson-
jimludema/2018/08/28/gravity-payments-dan-price-on-how-he-measures-success-after-his-70k-
experiment/#3c5faa0c174b.  
52 For fuller explorations of many dilemmas involved with living in a global economy, see 
Kathryn D. Blanchard and Kevin J. O’Brien, An Introduction to Christian Environmentalism 
(Waco, TX: Baylor UP, 2014).  
53 Gene Sperling, “Economic Dignity,” Democracy Journal, 52 (Spring 2019): 
https://democracyjournal.org/magazine/52/economic-dignity/. 
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often leading us in harmful directions thanks to our proclivity for impiety. Only 
“the radical nature of God’s grace” offers any reason to hope.54  
But fear not! Once we get past the despair of our circumstances, there is a 
kind of freedom in knowing that we’ll never get it right once and for all. It’s the 
kind of relief and consolation that seems to have possessed Martin Luther when 
he realized “the righteousness of God” was a gift to humankind rather than a 
punishment for human failure. In total depravity is humility, and in humility is 
liberation, and in being liberated ourselves we can help liberate others. It is this 
freedom from having to be right that Christians may bring to the field of business 
ethics. Even as we seek daily to love our neighbors as ourselves, even as we seek 
to learn as much as we can, we can stop pretending we are perfect or that we 
know how to fix the world. Genuinely internalizing total depravity gives us a 
healthy suspicion of common sense, an impetus to question our own instincts, and 
a hope that we might nevertheless bear the fruit of borrowed righteousness. 
Acknowledging, then, the totality of my depravity and embeddedness in a 
depraved world, I now turn to some examples of good news in action—people 
daring to try to do business a bit differently, to make it, if not perfect, at least just 
a little bit better.  
 
Totally Depraved Experiments in Internalizing Externalities 
 Suppose we agree that the state of human existence is total depravity, and 
that an endemic sin in business is the habit of externalizing everything that 
doesn’t lend itself to maximum quarterly profits or share prices. And suppose we 
agree that the Christian gospel is one of “good news to the poor” and liberation of 
those oppressed by socio-political systems (Lk. 4:18). We nevertheless also live 
in the midst of unimaginable destruction and violence, where countless victims 
cry out for help. We see that the arc of history’s curve toward justice is so long 
and so painfully slow that no one can hope to reach a promised land of true 
liberation for all. How are we as Christian ethicists (whether scholars or business 
people) to move forward with any hope?  
One way is to leave the comfort of our specialties, where we tend to see 
what we’re trained to see, and move toward interdisciplinary and intersectional 
collaboration with others who see differently and can point out our blind spots.55 
 
54 Nico Vorster describes total human depravity as a “foil” for God’s grace: “Assessing the 
consistency of John Calvin’s doctrine on human sinfulness,” Hervormde Teologiese Studies 
(Pretoria), Vol. 71, Iss. 3 (2015), 7 of 8. 
55 The term “intersectional” began as a legal argument and has since expanded to refer to the need 
to approach social oppressions through multiple lenses, including class, gender, race, disability, 
and so on. Intersectional scholarship seeks now to address the complexity of conditions rather than 
reducing problems to single causes with overly-simplified solutions. See Kimberlé Crenshaw, 
“Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against Women of 
Color,” Stanford Law Review, Vol. 43:1241. 
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A favorite professor of mine used to say the rule of history is, “Everything is 
connected to everything else.”56 Classical political economists were broadly 
trained, but amid our current “silos” of academe, much of the philosophical and 
moral framing for business has been lost (and the 21st century promises to do even 
more damage to humanistic disciplines in American higher education). The 
relatively holistic study of business and political economy gave way to economics 
as a science,57 or as one writer calls it, “our favorite latter-day science-religion,”58 
which saw ethical considerations as unnecessary distractions from the purity of 
quantifiable market laws. Business departments are further broken down into 
subfields of accounting, finance, marketing, information systems, and others—
with ethics as an occasional add-on. But if everything is related to everything else 
(as ecologists have assured us is the case), then disciplines are merely practical 
designations, concessions to our finitude rather than categories of reality. Despite 
the many heuristic advantages of disciplinary specialties, it therefore behooves us 
to leave our silos whenever we can.  
 David Epstein’s recent book, Range: Why Generalists Triumph in a 
Specialized World, argues that—while specialists can be extremely useful in 
discovering discrete facts—they are not usually best equipped to deal with 
complexity. Specializing is effective in what he calls a “kind” environment, such 
as chess, in which rules and boundaries are well-defined and patterns are 
unchanging.59 But in so-called “wicked domains” where highly complex “wicked 
problems” predominate, the exact opposite can be true. There are very real 
dangers, he says, to using kind tools in a wicked world; specialists in such 
situations have a tendency to learn the wrong lessons from available data because 
it doesn’t conform to what they’ve encountered before. A study of consultants 
from the nation’s best business schools, for example, found that students “did 
really well on business school problems that were well defined and quickly 
assessed,” but reacted poorly when their go-to solutions didn’t prove effective.60 
Elsewhere he cites at least one official who blames the 2008 financial crisis on 
overspecialization among financiers.61 For wicked problems in a complex world, 
 
56 With gratitude (and apologies for paraphrasing) to Paul E. Rorem, Benjamin B. Warfield 
Professor of Medieval Church History, Princeton Theological Seminary: 
www.ptsem.edu/people/paul-e-rorem.  
57 Dylan Pahman, “Review Essay: The Shadow of Constantine and Our Economic Life,” Journal 
of Markets and Morality, Vol. 20, Iss. 2 (2017), 313.  
58 Annie Lowrey, “Review of Katrine Marcal’s Who Cooked Adam Smith’s Dinner?,” New York 
Times (June 10, 2016).  
59 David Epstein, Range: Why Generalists Triumph in a Specialized World (New York: Riverhead, 
2019), 21. 
60 Epstein, 30.  
61 Epstein, 279. The Chair of the Federal Reserve at the time famously admitted he might have 
overestimated the rationality of economic actors and underestimated the need for financial 
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radically open, intellectually humble minds with a wide range of knowledge are 
an important corrective to specialized expertise.62  
One need not subscribe to the notion of total depravity to see humankind 
as itself a “wicked problem”—a phenomenon in which patterns are ambiguous, 
change is constant, and contradiction is the norm. Even those who do not 
necessarily believe in “sin” still concede that humans cannot be perfectly rational 
or predictable, not least because “they do not have all information, do not know 
all consequences and possibilities, [and] they may not even recognize the 
problem.”63 In seeking to understand the human domain, an intersecting network 
of perspectives and forms of knowledge is crucial for anything close to truth-
telling. Like Epstein, economist Kate Raworth encourages economists who want 
to bring about change to talk to non-economists in what she dubs “intellectual 
maypole dancing.”64 Because “the embedded economy” exists on earth, within 
society, economic specialists must cooperate with other kinds of people to help 
provide for our shared human needs.65 Such interface is often a hard sell. 
Collaboration among people who don’t think alike can be as messy as trying to 
internalize externalities, sometimes due to institutional culture or structures, other 
times because many experts are loath to venture out into areas where we feel like 
impostors. There are, however, a few brave folks with specialized economic 
expertise who are deliberately widening their scopes and opening up to more 
complex possibilities.66 I will highlight here two broad areas of critical business 
ethics that give me hope, despite my suspicion that the project of ethics itself 
(business ethics, Christian ethics, and Christian business ethics) is subject to the 
downward pull of total depravity.67 The first is a growing demand among business 
insiders for models that do not privilege shareholder value above all other 
 
regulation: “I made a mistake in presuming that the self-interests of organisations, specifically 
banks and others, were such that they were best capable of protecting their own shareholders and 
their equity in the firms.” Andrew Clark and Jill Treanor, “Greenspan - I was wrong about the 
economy. Sort of,” The Guardian (October 23, 2008): 
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2008/oct/24/economics-creditcrunch-federal-reserve-
greenspan.  
62 As one exceptionally successful CEO put it, “You have to carry a big basket to bring something 
home.” Epstein, 153. 
63 Gábor Kutasi and Júlia Perger, “Tax incentives applied against externalities: International 
examples of fat tax and carbon tax,” Society and Economy (Budapest), Vol. 37, Iss. 1 (Dec 2015). 
64 Raworth, 245.  
65 Raworth, 62.  
66 Some recent critiques have focused on male bias in economics, e.g., Alice H. Wu, “Gender 
Stereotyping in Academia,” EJMR, August 2017: 
https://www.dropbox.com/s/v6q7gfcbv9feef5/Wu_EJMR_paper.pdf?dl=0.  
67 Carl Rhodes, “Critical Business Ethics: From Corporate Self‐interest to the Glorification of the 
Sovereign Pater,” International journal of management, Vol. 20.2 (April 1, 2018), 483-499.  
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considerations; the second is the well-established (if not prevalent) subfield of 
critical accounting.  
Replacing the Shareholder Value Myth: A business-in-sin framework 
brings to light problems that have long remained hidden. In the 21st century, for 
example, a growing number of business experts are questioning what they call 
“the shareholder value myth,” the pervasive belief that a firm exists primarily for 
the enriching of its owners and is therefore required to benefit them before anyone 
else. This appealingly clear faith tenet is normalized in business culture and is 
even seen to carry the weight of law. Its proponents can be found among both 
right-wing business lovers, who see shareholders as the engines of wealth and 
progress, and left-wing business haters who see shareholder capitalism as the 
world’s main problem. Perhaps more importantly, the shareholder model 
continues to hold sway among everyday business people; for “those who actually 
work in a standard corporate environment…the understanding that shareholders 
own the firm is still widespread” and typically goes unquestioned.68 
Modern history has shown that an exclusive focus on shareholders can 
have negative effects on other stakeholders—employees, neighbors, and the 
earth—onto whom costs are externalized. The late legal scholar Lynn Stout wrote, 
“Chasing shareholder value is a managerial choice, not a legal requirement,” an 
ideological commitment often taken as “gospel” with “near-religious fervor,”69 to 
disastrous effect: 
Shareholder value thinking causes corporate managers to focus 
myopically on short-term earnings reports at the expense of long-
term performance; discourages investment and innovation; harms 
employees, customers, and communities; and causes companies to 
indulge in reckless, sociopathic, and socially irresponsible 
behaviors.70 
Not only is this approach insulting to shareholders—who like other human beings 
are complex and may have more than one motivation at a time—but it may even 
turn them into worse people than they would have otherwise been, by sending 
them antisocial cues about how they should think and behave as investors.71  
 A study of Chinese businesses found a similar problem, namely that the 
shareholder value myth, where only the bottom-line business case matters, is 
associated with bad ethics: “people who were oriented to the shareholder value 
perspectives applied a less rigorous set of ethical standards to work contexts and 
were more likely to regard unethical behaviors as appropriate even though they 
 
68 Heath, 548.  
69 Lynn A. Stout, The shareholder value myth: how putting shareholders first harms investors, 
corporations, and the public (Oakland, CA: Berrett-Koehler, 2012), 11.   
70 Stout, 7.  
71 Stout, 65.  
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violated commonly accepted ethical standards when promoting an organization’s 
interest.”72 Encouragingly, however, researchers found that appealing to 
traditional virtues could offer some help. In this case, considerations of Confucian 
philosophy contributed to fighting some managers’ tendency toward “profit-at-
any-cost,” because Confucian teachings carry moral norms against ruthless 
exploitation.73 The pro-social philosophy of a few totally-depraved but well-
meaning individuals would of course be no match for a totally-depraved system of 
totally-depraved institutions, but it does indicate that, as Calvin insisted, there are 
ethical “sparks” in people that could perhaps be coaxed into flame, particularly if 
strong norms and rules were put in place.74  
 Unfortunately the “gospel of shareholder value” dies hard; its conceptual 
elegance lends “an attractive patina of scientific rigor” to justify harmful 
practices.75 And (perhaps thanks to total depravity) there is no equally elegant 
“triple bottom line,” “balanced scorecard,” or “stakeholder theory” that can easily 
replace this model.76 But many scholars are working hard to imagine other 
approaches, such as the aforementioned economist Kate Raworth. Rather than 
trusting in the mathematical purity of economic modeling, she argues that even 
the most rigorous scientific analysis is ideological and therefore open to critique, 
because it begins with culturally conditioned human perception (which, we might 
add, is also totally depraved even if not entirely irrational). The prevailing 
economic wisdom, for example, serves to “justify extreme inequalities of income 
and wealth coupled with unprecedented destruction of the living world;” she 
argues instead for a new “doughnut-shaped” economic vision and purpose that 
goes beyond financial efficiency to “meeting the human rights of every person 
within the means of our life-giving planet… to discover how to thrive in 
balance.77 Also calling economics and business to reorient themselves is the 
Harvard Business Review, which recently cited the misguidedness of shareholder 
value thinking in a cover article: “In a well-ordered economy, rights and 
responsibilities go together. Giving shareholders the rights of ownership while 
exempting them from the responsibilities opens the door to opportunism, 
 
72 Xingyuan Wang et al., “Confucian ethics, moral foundations, and shareholder value 
perspectives: An exploratory study,” Business Ethics (29 April 2018), 261.  
73 Wang, et al., 268. 
74 Po Keung Ip, “Is Confucianism Good for Business Ethics in China?” Journal of Business 
Ethics, Vol. 88:3 (Sept. 2009), 471.  
75 Stout, 18. Raworth notes that even heavy hitters like Keynes and Hayek “couldn’t dislodge 
equilibrium thinking,” 122. 
76 Joseph Heath, p. 548, argues that “correcting market failure” serves as a more practical strategy 
than the “competing shareholders” model.  
77 Raworth, 19-20.  
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overreach, and misuse of corporate assets.”78 The authors propose an alternative, 
company-centered model with a long-term horizon.  
Giving up the powerful myth that has made a few people very, very rich is 
not a simple matter of tweaking economics-as-usual.79 The master’s tools will 
never dismantle the master’s house, as Audre Lorde’s famous saying goes.80 
Those who wish to change economics and business from within, perhaps to make 
it more ethical, run the risk of being “captured” by the forces of business-as-
usual.81 (A sad example is the tendency for corporate social responsibility, under 
inexorable pressure to justify itself in shareholder value terms, to degenerate 
frequently into mere marketing ploys, greenwashing, or virtue signaling.82) 
Effective change requires that economics be boldly and entirely reoriented “to the 
economic destination that we want—an economy that is regenerative and 
distributive by design.”83 For example, political scientist Daniel Engster proposes 
an economy of care: “Care translates the products of business activity into usable 
goods that can support human life and functioning. As such, the most fundamental 
moral and social purpose of business activity may be said to lie in supporting 
care.”84 In contrast to the shareholder value myth, he redefines the value of 
 
78 Joseph L. Bower and Lynn S. Paine, “The Error at the Heart of Corporate Leadership,” Harvard 
Business Review 95, no. 3 (May–June 2017): 50–60. 
79 Max Lawson et al., “Public Good or Private Wealth?” Oxfam International (Oxford, UK: 2019): 
https://indepth.oxfam.org.uk/public-good-private-wealth/. The Covid-19 pandemic exacerbated 
already tremendous inequality: Neale Godfrey, “The Pandemic Has Worsened the Wealth Gap,” 
Kiplinger (May 17, 2021): https://www.kiplinger.com/personal-finance/602801/the-pandemic-has-
worsened-the-wealth-gap.  
80 Audre Lorde, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House (1984),” in Sister 
Outsider: Essays and Speeches (Berkeley, CA: Crossing Press, 2007): 
https://www.historyisaweapon.com/defcon1/lordedismantle.html 
https://collectiveliberation.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/Lorde_The_Masters_Tools.pdf.  
81 Craig Deegan, “Twenty five years of social and environmental accounting research within 
Critical Perspectives of Accounting: Hits, misses and ways forward,” Critical Perspectives on 
Accounting, 43 (2017), 69, 80.  
82 See Boda and Zsolnai, 98; Vassiliki Grougiou, “Corporate Social Responsibility Reporting and 
Organizational Stigma: The Case of ‘Sin’ Industries,” Journal of business research, Vol. 69:2 
(Feb. 1, 2016): 905-914; Babatunde Ogunfowora et al, “Media Depictions of CEO Ethics and 
Stakeholder Support of CSR Initiatives: The Mediating Roles of CSR Motive Attributions and 
Cynicism,” Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 150:2 (June 2018): 525–540; M. Kitzmueller and J. 
Shimshackz, “Economic Perspectives on Corporate Social Responsibility,” (March 2010): 
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/fd83/c8589c3d03e327c80c663f5008c0129aefca.pdf. Charles H. 
Cho et al, “Organized hypocrisy, organizational façades, and sustainability reporting,” Accounting, 
Organizations and Society, Volume 40, January 2015, 78. One author thinks the picture might be 
slightly less bleak: Alvaro Cuervo-Cazurra, “The Evolution of Business Groups’ Corporate Social 
Responsibility,” Journal of Business Ethics Vol. 153.4 (December 2018), 997–1016. 
83 Raworth, 227.  
84 Daniel Engster, “Care Ethics and Stakeholder Theory” in Applying Care Ethics to Business: 
Issues in Business Ethics, 34, M. Hamington and M. Sander-Staudt, eds. (July 2011): 100.   
17
Blanchard: Sin in Business and Business in Sin
Published by Via Sapientiae, 2015
 
business by incorporating it into the broader circle of human society. “Inasmuch 
as business activity supports the ability of human beings to care for themselves 
and others, it helps to sustain human life and society and may be considered 
good,” but “Business practices that lose touch with this goal can be rightly 
condemned as immoral and antisocial.”85 An example of caring business is found 
in Flint, Michigan. In response to the city’s water crisis, Genusee Eyewear makes 
and sells eyeglasses out of a desire to help Flint: creating jobs for its people, 
upcycling the countless plastic water bottles the crisis necessitated, buying from 
nearby suppliers to foster a circular economy, and giving 1% of its profits back to 
the city’s community fund.86 This, too, is business, if not business as usual.  
If Reformed thinkers are right, interdisciplinarity in business ethics, or 
even the proliferation of “benefit corporations” like Genusee, cannot solve the 
problem of total depravity.87 Human businesses (like human governments, human 
families, or human schools) will always fall short of perfection. But dialoguing 
across boundaries may at least call our cultural assumptions about “good 
business”88 into question and facilitate steps toward possibilities—such as the 
greater internalizing of costs—that are usually unseen or ignored. 
More Inclusive Accounting: A second example of insights arising from a 
broader framework comes from the field of accounting. Under various names—
critical accounting, social and environmental accounting (SEA), full cost 
environmental accounting (FCEA), emancipatory accounting, multi-stream 
accounting, awakened accounting, and even Islamic accounting—a movement has 
been afoot to recognize the ecological and social blind spots that shape traditional 
accounting methods, and to replace some of the more harmful practices with ones 
that deliberately contribute to human flourishing. If traditional accounting 
methods are on alert for sin in business (detecting theft, fraud, and so forth), these 
approaches expand their lenses to see business in sin, such that they find the need 
to change the whole endeavor of accounting itself, in order to reform business and 
foster an ever-reforming business culture with wider benefits.  
One accounting researcher defines “an emancipatory accounting project” 
as collaborative, in that it “requires an inclusive and outward-looking approach to 
engage with the various groups, view-points and individuals that can influence the 
way we perceive accounting and its role in society.”89 The inclusion of outsiders 
 
85 Engster, 100-101.  
86 Genusee website (accessed May 26, 2021): https://www.genusee.com/pages/learn.  
87 “Certified B Corporations are a new kind of business that balances purpose and profit” to as to 
use “business as a force for good.” Certified B Corporation website (accessed May 26, 2021): 
https://bcorporation.net/.  
88 Dyck et al highlight the fact that good or effective management is a “socially-constructed 
concept” that has changed meanings over the course of history, p. 41.  
89 Rania Kamla, “Critical Muslim intellectuals’ thought: Possible contributions to the development 
of emancipatory accounting thought,” Critical Perspectives on Accounting, 31 (2015), 73.  
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in the process is crucial because “traditional financial accounting practices,” 
which many business people take for granted, “are far from benign and effectively 
contribute to environmental degradation and poor social outcomes.”90 Others put 
it thus: “the accounting profession has generally failed to recognize that the most 
foundational building blocks of our conceptual framework reflect a set of values 
or moral point of view,” namely an owner’s point of view, rather than simply a 
natural state of being.91 Experiments with more inclusive accounting and 
reporting, even when not successful, “provide an opportunity to critically reflect 
on the experimental outcomes to extend the current empirical knowledge.”92 
Australian accounting researcher Wai Fong Chua also calls accountants to 
engage outsiders, because radical self-reflection on one’s relationship to 
accounting’s dominant methods or assumptions (about appropriate time frames, 
transaction parties, costs and benefits, and so on) cannot happen without 
encountering alternative worldviews.93 “All human knowledge is a social 
artifact,” she writes: 
Knowledge is produced by people, for people, and is about people 
and their social and physical environment. Accounting is no 
different. …all empirical theories are rooted in an assumption 
about the very essence of the phenomena under study… 
Economics and accounting are based on assumptions about the 
information needs of people given limited access to resources. 
Hence, the use of constructs such as ‘economic men,’ ‘bounded 
rationality,’ ‘prefers maximum leisure,’ or ‘desires information 
about future dividends and cash flow.’ Further, there are 
assumptions about how people relate to one another and to society 
as a whole.94 
Critical accounting research, therefore, is a matter of acknowledging the socially- 
and culturally-constructed nature of accounting, limited as it is by finite human 
understanding.  
Some critics go even farther. One pair of authors argues that critical 
accounting is “less about proposing useful recommendations to the profession 
than about questioning [accounting’s] role in the socio-political mechanisms in 
 
90 Deegan, 74.  
91 Nancy Christie, Bruno Dyck, et al., “CSR and Accounting: Drawing on Weber and Aristotle to 
Rethink Generally Accepted Accounting Principles,” Business and Society Review (Sept. 2013), 
384-385.  
92 Kathleen Herbohn, “A full cost environmental accounting experiment,” Accounting, 
Organizations and Society, Volume 30, Issue 6, August 2005, 519.  
93 Wai Fong Chua, “Radical Developments in Accounting Thought,” The Accounting Review, Vol. 
61, No. 4 (Oct., 1986), 602-603. 
94 Chua, 604 (emphasis added).  
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the reproduction of capitalism.”95 In other words, the emphasis for these 
researchers is beyond critical, even adversarial or revolutionary; it does not 
condone accounting, affirm the rationality of accounting, or even necessarily give 
accountants the benefit of the doubt. Its purpose “is to demystify accounting to 
reveal its partisan and biased character, its role in the processes of domination and 
social reproduction, and in so doing, to better explain the mechanisms that might 
promote emancipation.”96 Another author sounds even more disillusioned: “In so 
far as accounting measures only profits and losses” as a measure of success, it “is 
simply a lie.”97 According to this view, the traditional imperative to grow profits 
and cut losses, to externalize inconvenient environmental and social costs, 
wherever legal, is designed to enrich the few at the cost of the many. Its service to 
the status quo is what prevents the accounting field from making genuine 
contributions to holistic earthly well-being.  
Of course not all accountants agree with these critical diagnoses, nor is it 
clear that critical (or social and environmental) accounting has actually “worked” 
in its short history. Despite 25 years of a journal dedicated to critical accounting, 
and despite the proliferation of corporations producing voluntary sustainability 
reports and the like, traditional accounting still rules in business schools, and the 
global marketplace is still replete with harms done by business—even well-run 
firms with clean bills of accounting health—to humans and the rest of creation:  
[S]ocial inequities continue to abound with increasing numbers of 
people being displaced or subject to some form of workplace 
injustices, urban violence and/or not having access to basic 
requirements of life, and the state of the environment in general 
seems to be getting worse with accelerating species extinctions, 
climate change, deforestation, desertification, land and water 
pollution, over population; the list goes on.”98 
Realizing the dream of accounting methods that are genuinely liberative thus 
remains elusive, likely because, as one author writes, “emancipation can only 
come at the cost of sacrifice. Someone must let go of resources, be they financial, 
social, political and institutional, in order for others to be emancipated;” even 
harder, we must give up “taken-for-granted notions and attitudes.”99 Chua 
 
95 Jérémy Morales and Samuel Sponem, “You too can have a critical perspective! 25 years of 
Critical Perspectives on Accounting,” Critical Perspectives on Accounting, Vol. 43 (March 2017), 
151: https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezproxy.alma.edu/science/article/pii/S1045235416300570.  
96 Morales, 153.  
97 Deegan, 72. 
98 Deegan, 65-66.  
99 Kerry Jacobs, “Enlightenment and emancipation: Reflections for critical accounting research,” 
Critical Perspectives on Accounting Vol. 22, Issue 5 (July 2011), 514 [written in response to an 
earlier article by Pala Molisa calling for “awakened accounting” in the same volume/issue: “A 
spiritual reflection on emancipation and accounting,” 453-484].  
20
Journal of Religion and Business Ethics, Vol. 4 [2015], Art. 4
https://via.library.depaul.edu/jrbe/vol4/iss2/4
 
concurs, in that “concepts of value constitute and are constituted by social 
struggles, particularly in the economic domain,” and “particular concepts of value 
became dominant because they benefited the interests of dominant groups in 
society during a particular period.”100 Total depravity rears its ugly head here too, 
even in our most earnest attempts at reform.  
Ethicists, critics, and all of us who see not only sin in business but also 
business’s embeddedness in a web of sin, should not be surprised to find the 
finger of judgment turned back upon us even when we intend to identify and 
address problems. Total depravity means that, even if our training and our 
intentions retain some useful qualities thanks to conscience, we will nevertheless 
often find our best efforts to help undermined by sin, whether ours or others’.101 
In eliminating or internalizing some costs we may inadvertently create or 
externalize others. Liberation in one area may mean oppression or sacrifice in 
another. So although interdisciplinary and intersectional efforts to change 
dominant ways of thinking are crucial, we should bear no illusions about their 
ultimate effectiveness for solving the world’s most dire problems. Doing business 
in sin means we will never fully eliminate sin in business—but that doesn’t mean 
we shouldn’t try anyway.    
 
Reformed, Ever Reforming (Try, Try Again)  
 So what is to become of business ethics, knowing what we know? Those 
with a sin-in-business approach might feel the best we can do is stress compliance 
with legal requirements and perhaps mitigate negative externalities if we can do 
so profitably, as in a “triple bottom line” approach.102 If total depravity means we 
are always doing business in sin, if economies made up of human actors are 
complex knots of wicked problems embedded in histories of oppression and 
exploitation, if our natural ability to apprehend nature’s laws is corrupted, if even 
internalizing costs will not provide a perfect fix—is there any point in even trying 
to do the right thing? I recommend that we follow the rule of “Yes, and” as it 
comes to us from improvisational theater.103 Humanity is totally broken, including 
us. Yes, and let’s try to make things better. Yes, and not only better for us but for 
everyone. Yes, and we will surely fail. Yes, and we will count on God’s grace and 
keep trying. As Martin Luther, that deeply flawed and unsystematic theologian, 
argued, there is tremendous freedom in acknowledging that we and all of our 
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good works are imperfect.104 Luther got a lot of things wrong (his violent 
approaches to peasants and Jews, for example), but I think he was wise to 
highlight that goodness is not the result of figuring everything out; it is rather an 
outpouring of the experience of grace, which unlocks “the radical character of the 
possibilities that arise when humans come into their freedom.”105 
Since unlimited freedom among the totally depraved is not recommended, 
we also rely on laws and norms, which do matter even though they won’t create 
the world we desire; this is where ethicists, researchers, and business people of 
good will come in. As Lord Krishna says to Arjuna on the battlefield in the 
Bhagavad Gita, “You have a right to perform your prescribed duty, but you are 
not entitled to the fruits of action. Never consider yourself the cause of the results 
of your activities, and never be attached to not doing your duty.”106 Understanding 
ourselves as embedded in a web of sin, we know that we sometimes 
misunderstand our duties, or face competing duties, or must even defy our 
prescribed duties; we nevertheless take leaps of faith and trust that, through grace, 
we may now and then bear good fruit. Understanding that theoretical ideals never 
truly reflect life in a world of real injustices, we may still take a “second best” 
approach to business and do what we can.107 
One thing Christians take on faith is that the righteousness of God is about 
love—compassion, charity, or care. This is no less true in the world of business or 
politics than in our homes or churches. Questions about how to love are why the 
conversation needs to remain radically open to newcomers and outsiders, 
especially across boundaries such as race, gender, ability, nationality, age, and 
religion, as well as across disciplines and academic specialties. “Knowing is a 
group effort,”108 and it is important that our discernment groups be diverse and 
purposefully intersectional—not only because diverse teams are smarter and more 
successful109—but so that our individual blind spots can be counteracted by 
others’ insights.110 Groups do often get things wrong, as history demonstrates all 
too painfully, but humanity’s shining moments have often come from expanding 
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the circle of love to account for people who were formerly treated as externalities. 
“Any law that uplifts human personality is just,” wrote Dr. King from his 
Birmingham jail cell; “Any law that degrades human personality is unjust.”111 We 
cannot determine what is just and unjust in a group of people who are just like us. 
There is no better way to realize “humility as to our ability to read conclusively 
the divine purpose in history”112 than to engage people who experience life 
differently than we do. 
Good business must ideally account for everything, and doing that will 
take all of us. The wicked problems of the world call for people with broad 
knowledge, who are adept at negotiating interpersonal differences and managing 
change. 113 This is no less true in business and accounting than in government, 
engineering, or education. Business students are stereotypically conservative in 
their political outlook, but business students, too, can be trained as “undercover 
liberation theologians” who try to “think from the situation and standpoint of the 
oppressed and its commitment to social change on the institutional level.”114 
There is no reason there cannot be more business faculty and students who are the 
most critical of business-as-usual, the most historically conscious, the most self-
aware, the most transparent about assumptions and agendas, the most dedicated to 
proclaiming good news to the poor and release to the captives. 
 Ideally (and we know by now that nothing is ideal), our hopelessness 
about our own and others’ perfectibility breeds intellectual and personal humility, 
which reminds us that we always need grace in our lives on this earth, every 
second of every day. Achieving the good is outside of our control. In the 
meantime, though, we can cultivate an image of business as “part of society,” 
rather than as a separate sphere that operates under its own special rubrics, which 
somehow gives back to society after first taking what it can from it.115 The 
economy is no better and no worse than humans are; businesses are no better or 
worse than political parties or churches or other social institutions. So if we can 
imagine socially and environmentally responsible human beings, “then perhaps 
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the idea of socially and environmentally responsible businesses need not be so 
quickly dismissed” as anti-business sentiment or Pollyannaism.116 
 Total depravity means our hope for business is ultimately not about our 
own human brilliance or natural goodness. It is instead in the possibility of dying 
to ourselves and being remade, one day at a time, over and over again; of being 
reformed, but also ever reforming (in true Reformed fashion). Ziegler writes, “If 
belonging to sin unmakes moral subjectivity, then our belonging to God anew in 
virtue of his utterly gratuitous saving work through Christ and Spirit is our 
remaking as competent moral agents. But this transit is not mere restoration; it is 
rather a total transformation.”117 For this transformation we rely on grace—rather 
than on our own wisdom, the laws of nature, generally-accepted accounting 
principles, or even Christian scripture and tradition. Business in sin, and our 
experiences in a complex world of wicked problems, call for ongoing renewal 
through “the inspired hearing of the concrete commandments of the God of the 
gospel in the midst of everyday life.”118 In acceptance of our total human 
ordinariness is the complete freedom we need to try, to care, to succeed or fail, to 
learn, and to try again. “And now that you don’t have to be perfect,” wrote John 
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